Dementia is a growing health problem in the United States. Diabetes is a well-established risk factor for dementia, but whether it is related to decreases in cognitive function (for example, short-term memory or thinking ability) is unclear. Because a person might have decreased cognitive function before developing dementia, finding the risk factors for decreases in cognitive function might help to identify people who could benefit from early treatment.
What is the problem and what is known about it so far?
Dementia is a growing health problem in the United States. Diabetes is a well-established risk factor for dementia, but whether it is related to decreases in cognitive function (for example, short-term memory or thinking ability) is unclear. Because a person might have decreased cognitive function before developing dementia, finding the risk factors for decreases in cognitive function might help to identify people who could benefit from early treatment.
Why did the researchers do this particular study? To see whether diabetes or prediabetes (glucose level that is elevated but below the threshold for diabetes) in middle age could predict decreases in cognitive function up to 20 years later.
Who was studied?
Black and white adults from a large study that is examining risk factors for atherosclerosis (hardening of the arteries). The 13,351 participants were aged 48 to 67 years at baseline.
How was the study done?
Study participants had 3 tests of cognitive function at baseline, 6 years, and approximately 20 years. An overall cognitive score was calculated from the 3 tests at each time point. Participants were classified as having diabetes at baseline if a doctor had given them a diagnosis, if they were taking medication for diabetes, or if their hemoglobin A 1c level was 6.5% or greater.
What did the researchers find?
Diabetes and prediabetes in middle age were associated with greater decreases in cognitive function over the following 20 years. Adults who had diabetes for a longer time and those with poorly controlled diabetes also had a greater risk for decreased cognitive function. Black and white participants did not differ in how fast their cognitive function decreased.
What were the limitations of the study?
The study did not measure diabetes control in participants after the baseline visit. The black participants were from 2 of the 4 communities involved in the study, so it is difficult to know whether the relationships are due to race or geographic location. Summaries for Patients are a service provided by Annals to help patients better understand the complicated and often mystifying language of modern medicine.
